December 1, 2008

Stressful Thoughts

Last week I moved.  Studies say that the stress of moving is right up there with divorce and diagnosis of a serious illness.  Fortunately, I haven’t experienced either of these, but I have been reflecting on the emotional, physical, spiritual and mental challenges endured when deep roots are ripped up and replanted in unfamiliar terrain.  I’m exhausted – not necessarily from the move (although my back, neck and forearms might dispute this).  I’m tired from all the work I did to make this experience interesting, rewarding, educational and even fun at times.  Yes, that was hard work.  My mind wanted to judge each task and criticize each effort.  “What if” thoughts buzzed like hungry mosquitoes waiting to suck the life blood right out of me while thick clouds of “should” and “shouldn’t” thoughts hovered around.  It was a lot of work constantly questioning these stressful thoughts.  “Is it true? Can I absolutely know for sure that getting rid of grandma’s favorite couch is bad, wrong, insensitive, selfish?  No.  I don’t know that to be true.”  And, it wasn’t.  A young couple hauled the thing away while holding hands, laughing, and wondering about all the guests they could now have over.  It felt good.  But, back to work on those stressful thoughts!  “Is it true that “I ruined my cat’s lives, that they will be depressed and miserable and eventually get eaten by a bobcat or torn away by the talons of a hawk?”  Well, I don’t know about that last part, but it is not true that I ruined their lives.  They are currently curled up in the sun as calm and comfortable as they can be.  

All during this move stressful thoughts knocked/pounded on the door to my peace and serenity wanting/demanding entrance so they could rob me of my joy, separate me from God, and harm my body.  It was tougher late at night when I was tired.  I had to work extra hard to question the thoughts that had the power to make me feel bad.  Getting lost in East San Jose, dumping paint into my shoe, denting my car, missing a friend’s wedding, cutting my finger, late movers, rat infested storage units, holiday traffic, rain, and a midnight trip to the vet can not/do not have the power to make me feel bad.  

Many years ago I learned that I was given the gift of choice – I decide how I want to feel – and, over the years I have become very addicted to feeling good.  This is not a false positive!  It can really feel good to trip and step in a can of paint and have to walk around all day with soaked and squishy shoes.  Why?  It is all in the thinking:  “Oh no! How horrible!  Why did you do that?  You are so stupid.  Now what do I do?”…these thoughts engage bad feelings.  “Ha!  Wouldn’t you know it!  Pretty funny.  What a story I have to tell.” …really believing these thoughts creates good feelings.  I prefer to the later.  My choice.  

In the age of “positive thinking” however, believing and feeling good seems to have been left out.  Many times I hear, “Just be grateful.” And “God never gives us more than we can handle.” And “Everything will work out.”  Meanwhile, the speaker is wringing his or her hands, smoking, drinking, over eating, driving fast or showing one or more signs of how positive words do not necessarily lead to peace and joy.  We can’t fake positive.  It is a feeling that is only possible when we believe we are OK – not just saying positive words.  

Unfortunately, we are conditioned to believe that external circumstances are the dictators of how we feel:  Someone says, “I love you” and I believe I’m OK because of that and I feel good.  Someone says, “I don’t love you” and I believe I am NOT OK because of that and I feel worthless.  I have money so I believe I’m OK and I feel good.  I don’t have money so I believe I’m not OK and I feel scared.  Anytime the feeling is stressful, it can be traced back to a stressful thought.  Events happen: we have no control over much of life.  We do have control over how we think about specific events and life in general, and, in turn, how we feel.  

As Christians, when we believe in our Master Creator and Loving Savior we are as calm and content as a baby cradled in mama’s arms.  When we are worried, regretful, angry, critical, hateful, impatient, or afraid, we are separated from God, no longer cradled in faith and love, no longer believing we are OK.  We have left His arms of faith, love, grace and forgiveness and entered into the limitations of our anxious brains.  We want things different; we want it now.  We want physical gratification.  We want comfort.  We are trying to control the world; we are playing God and not doing a very good job at it.  We blame other people, places and things.  We blame ourselves. We try and fix things with more control and that doesn’t work long term, so we get frustrated and we beat ourselves up and blame others, and the cycle of shame and fear and anger and misery repeats over and over, and we stay separated from God and wonder why are lives are such a mess and why we can’t lose weight, and why we are lonely and why we are sick and tired.

All because of what we believe.  So, rather than judging the injustices of the world, our weight, our neighbors and relatives, our marriage, our financial situations or our health, or the events of moving, let’s look at changing what we believe.  Amazingly, life events respond very well when you really believe, “Everything is OK.”

This week, I invite you to believe – really believe (no faking positive!) – in the following things:

Everyone is doing the best they can with the tools they have – including me.

No one woke up this morning with a plan to ruin my day.

God is a better master planner than I can ever be.

I can’t see the end result of this event or situation, but I know it is in my best interest because I believe in the Lord God my Savior and protector.

I’m OK.

Julie

Ps.  You may also want to read the following articles (archived at www.juliedavismft.com):

One Journey (May 21, 2007)

Four Miseries (Nov 5, 2007)

Today (Aug 27, 2008)

December 8, 2008

Testimony

During the holidays, I hear, see and feel the madness that goes on with baking and eating and food and weight issues.  It makes me sad to know that the focus during the holidays tends to be on food rather than connecting.  But I understand.  For me, food has been a hobby, a distraction, a coping mechanism, a friend, a comfort and place to hide.  

During Holiday Madness, many people comment on my eating patterns: “Oh, I really should be as disciplined as you” and “I wish I was as thin as you” and “You are so lucky to be so small.”  Most do not know that I struggled with binge eating and throwing up for many painful years, that I tried zillions of diet and exercise programs to stay thin, and I tried various hospitals, therapy and recovery programs to stay alive.  Those were torturous years.

Then, with God's grace, I finally accepted that I am a food addict. I accepted that I can not use food like other people; that I must deal with food and eating like a recovering alcoholic deals with booze and bars.  It has taken me many years of my life to accept this – many years of relapsing into the “just this once” and “I can eat this” and “I’ll only have one” mentality – before accepting reality.  When I finally did, my life changed.  

Here is what I now believe:

Food is not a reward.  Feeling good is a reward.  Helping others to feel good is a reward.

Food is not a companion.  People are companions.  Pets are companions.

Food is not comforting.  A hug is comforting.  A hot bath is comforting.  Scripture is comforting.

Food is not a boredom filler:  I go for a walk when bored, or read a book, or plant a garden.

Food is not the focus at parties, church or holiday functions: Love, laughter, support, God - these are all things I focus on at social functions.

Because I am a recovering food addict, food is used only as fuel for my body.  Here is what I now do:

I do not usually* go to restaurants with people; instead, I go to parks and bookstores with people.  I do not usually spend time and energy with creative recipes and cooking; instead I cook simple, organic, fresh food and eat it to fuel my body.  I do not usually eat desserts; instead I end each meal with a prayer of gratitude.  I do not usually talk about food; instead I talk about my hobbies and my life experiences.  When I am fueling my body, I usually do not read or talk or watch TV or work on the computer; instead I focus on chewing and swallowing and enjoying what I am doing.  Then, I go do something else.  

My friends and my family understand that I am a food addict.  If they want to hang out with me, it is usually not around food.  This was hard in the beginning, but now it has become a lifestyle that the people closest to me understand and respect.

So, that is why I am thin – and alive: I have changed my life so it does not focus on food.  For me, this is a necessary part of my recovery.  I used to think I could control food, but learned the hard way that controlling food meant being controlled by diets, scales, calories, and the latest weight loss book.  So, instead, I have attempted to remove food from any place in my life except fuel.  This means giving up the joy of cooking, fine dining, exploring new restaurants, and social eating.  In return, I have deeper and more meaningful relationships with myself, others and God.  And, I am now free of the obsession and compulsion of food and dieting and worry about when, what, to eat.  

*I’m not perfect at all of the above, but it works when I work it.  When I don’t work it, I am patient and kind and forgiving and try and get back to loving myself as soon as possible.

This week, I invite you to move from Holiday Madness to Holiday Peace and Kindness by asking yourself the following:

Who would you be and what would you do if food was not the focus this holiday season?  Send me your responses and let me know how I can help/support/encourage you this holiday season.

Julie

12-15-08

Behaving Badly

A recent article in the Wall Street Journal (10/01/08) attempts to address the increasing issue of sexual addiction.  The author cites various therapists and “experts” in an effort to answer, “Is sex addiction a real disease, or just an excuse for behaving badly?”  The typical psychobabble is used to describe the addict – diseased, depressed, narcissistic, thrill seeker, emotionally empty, needy.  And the typical treatment options are listed.  This article, like most of the others on addiction, will surely leave most readers thinking he or she is behaving badly.

In my opinion, the only “bad” thing in the area of addiction is the lack of places – including the church – where we can go and be honest about self destructive behavior and get love.  Instead, we get preached to and lectured at and left feeling more “bad” and alone that, despite the abundance of therapists and churches, in the time it has taken you to read this, someone will commit suicide instead of getting the love, support, medical assistance, emotional therapy, spiritual guidance needed to heal the gaping holes we try and fill through addictive behaviors.  

The people who are behaving badly are the ones who point fingers at others, who judge and criticize, who attempt to fix others without looking first in the mirror and speaking truthfully about his or her shortcomings.  Because of this, there are few – if any – people and places we can go to share the wounded parts of us.  So, we hide these parts away in fear of being “found out” and ousted like lepers.  Sadly, it is the hiding and holding secrets and pretending that drives the anxiety that fuels obsessive, compulsive, addictive, self destructive and depressive behaviors.  There is no “behaving badly:” there is just a desperate attempt to deal with the anxiety that results from believing that we aren’t good enough, or we aren’t OK, or we aren’t loveable.  

Last week I wrote a bit about my testimony.  Many of you wrote back with similar stories to tell (I’ve attached one at the end of this with permission from the author).  All of us have stories – past and current – of things we think and do that we know don’t serve us or anyone else well.  And we ache to be heard, understood, loved, accepted and valued for who we are despite these wounded parts of us.  We want to be a part of something, to be included, to be in community with others who also struggle.  We are taught that we are all equal, that we are sinners and we are forgiven, that we must come together in truth and love and grace and acceptance, that only through this will we heal our shortcomings.  But, the reality is that truth tellers get nailed to a cross.  So, I understand the hiding.  I understand that the world – including many Christians and so called recovery programs – judges and condemns honesty.  I understand that there are so few people and places to go to where we can be real.  This makes me so sad. 

This week, I invite you to stop judging yourself and others.  Notice how you and others are behaving the only way you know how at that time.  Instead of “behaving badly,” notice how you have cleverly learned behaviors that attempt to cope with loneliness and grief and pain and fear.  Notice without judgment.  God is the only one fit for that job.  Your job is to notice and be compassionate and learn how to work on your behavior through love and honesty rather than beliefs and programs based on “behaving badly.”

Julie

Ps.  Below is a response to last week’s question, “Who would you be and what would you do if food was not the focus this holiday season?  Reprinted with permission by author.

Julie,
You ask a good question of which I’m trying to answer.  If I examine myself I think of food as being a way of hiding.  If I’m eating I don’t have to carry on a conversation with those across the table, which has been cruel in the past.  I don’t want to engage.  For family it feels forced and contrived; I don’t want to talk about individuals and issues of gossip, the things that can be a mine field, and I don’t want to be pulled in.   Also, I want to avoid the demeaning exercise of wondering if they are dissecting and judging me as to whether I needed what I just put in my mouth.

But that was not unlike anything I always experienced growing up.  Did people really talk at the dinner table?  Was it a place of social conversation?  No.  I sat there hoping to disappear behind the food.  Why?  Criticism. My dad, “stop slouching and use your napkin for God’s sake,” or, “Who dresses you?  You need another belt.”  Another bomb: “Dear, do you really need that extra helping of potatoes?  Surely not.” And,   “Oh I had a difficult time finding you a coat.  I hope you don’t mind, I had to go to Omar the tentmaker.” I wanted to disappear as they aimed their torpedoes at me and became the next laboratory rat upon which the crowd would commence.  The funny thing was, at least with my bodily proportion, that my family suffered with the same weight issues as I did. 

Ok, then comes the tidbits, the snacks, the one’s which are put out, that if I am busy grazing who would know?  I had something to do.  I was exercising with my mask on as the others in this masquerade were, too.  Time was eaten up, and the world was passing us by.  When the snacks ceased so did the company.  People disappeared.

Satisfaction for the older ones came in the approval of the tastiest dish.  The Grandmother and the Mother asked everyone, “How do you like it?”  Being caught with a dirty dish or something left over brought the look of disappointment, the longest face – as if I had failed some task, marking me literally not worthy of praise. Grandpa would just smirk and remark, “I ate it.”  
You see food was my friend at this time.  It has been my armor.  It has been the shield that deflected the verbal grenades being hurled at a time of joy and festivity.  It was the mode of avoidance.  It was the reason that one could completely numb out.  Food made the sharpness of the tongue-lashings and the mal-content bearable.

This year I’m reflecting on how different it will be in my next journal entry.  I know I cannot change the past nor can I control how others handle the holiday or how they made me feel, I forgive them.  But my approach this Holiday time 2008 has to be different.  I thank the food for being a friend – an ally – in the past, but not anymore. The source and sense of my joy will come from somewhere else.
